The increasing mobility of people implies an increasing number of students who start mastering two or more languages. A number of educational institutions provide schooling for different populations of migrant children. International schools are one type of these providers. In order to assist students coming from various language backgrounds, international schools that provide for migrant students have one language of instruction that is, in most cases, different from the language of the host country and from the mother tongues of many students in the school. In that environment, students begin to acquire a second language as soon as they enter an international school, and sadly, their mother tongue development tends to be neglected. Students who follow an international curriculum learn at least two languages, but the lack of sufficient knowledge of their mother tongue impacts their development of literacy and their academic achievement in general. This paper consists of two parts. The first part gives the theoretical implications for the importance of mother tongue maintenance. The second part presents findings from a small-scale study conducted in one international school where the language of instruction is English. The study was carried out with students who acquire two or more languages simultaneously. It deals with the language development of several students in that school and their perspectives on the importance of the mother tongue and the role of English in their education. The findings indicate that students whose mother tongue is maintained seem to have better success in school. mother tongue maintenance, English as an Additional Language, international education.
Introduction
International schools provide education for a very specific group of migrant students. When parents leave their home country to pursue careers, their children accompany them and then find themselves in a situation where they have to learn the language (usually English) of a new community as fast as possible to be integrated in the school community and to be able to function in everyday situations. As Halliday pointed out, students "learn language, they learn through language, and they learn about language" (Halliday, 1988: 36) . They acquire very quickly the conversational English that enables them to talk 1 omilosevic@isb.rs about everyday topics. However, significantly more time is necessary to reach the level of academic language of their classmates. Acquiring sophisticated language is increasingly difficult for students who are in secondary school. English for them becomes a necessity since it is the language of instruction and they need to master it in order to be educated. It is not surprising that in such a situation students are mainly focused on acquiring the language of instruction.
While they attempt to become proficient in English, the mother tongue development of many students becomes neglected. This is unfortunate because for students who are not native English speakers, it is equally important to master the new language of instruction as it is to maintain their mother tongue. Only if they continue to have opportunities to develop their first language skills in secondary school will they become fully bilingual. That is the reason why governing bodies in many schools undertake measures to promote maintaining the mother tongue.
Theoretical Implications
In many cases in international education, the language that students learn and that helps them develop cognitively is not their mother tongue. Their education is in their second or third language. Acquiring and becoming proficient in another language is a complex and difficult process that takes many years. Hadaway and Mundy affirm that acquiring a second language is demanding, but also emphasizes that it is not the only task since second-language learners "must also master content concepts and gain the awareness of the skills and strategies needed to become independent learners" (Hadaway & Mundy, 1999: 473) . Cummins has a similar view stating that "the newcomer English language learners in secondary schools are faced with formidable challenges in gaining access to the curriculum and catching up academically" (Cummins, 2007: 2) . Secondlanguage students acquire the language in order to be educated, and to do so they need to master not only the new language but also the skills needed for academic success.
The majority of second-language learners experience similar problems during language acquisition (Aukerman, 2007) . Students who start their international education early in their lives have time to develop their language skills in the language of instruction. After several years of being in international education, they have a wide age-appropriate vocabulary range, they use idiomatic expressions, and gain a near-native accent. Upon entering secondary school, they often appear to their teachers to speak English as fluently as their peers for whom English is the first language. However, not all of them seem to be able to follow the academic content of the core courses and struggle with academic English. Although many second-language learners seem able to cope with English at school, they may have academic or literacy-related difficulties in class and will still need constant support to acquire sufficient proficiency to be successful in core subjects. Although these students may have learned everyday language and may seem linguistically prepared, they may not have been sufficiently prepared for academic success in their secondary schooling. Настава и васпитање, 2019, 68(2), 251-263 There is a strong correlation between mother tongue development and secondlanguage acquisition. Faulstich Orellana and García Source affirm that "bilinguals draw on their full linguistic toolkits in order to process information, make meaning, and convey it to others" (Orellana & García, 2014: 386) . Goldenberg maintains that "skills such as phonological awareness, decoding, and knowledge of letters and sounds can probably be transferred and that they can help students acquire English" (Goldenberg, 2008) . That means that secondlanguage acquisition could be hindered by a lack of development of the mother tongue. Cummins formulated an 'interdependence hypothesis' proposing that second-language competence depends on the level of the mother tongue (Cummins, 1984) . An assumption underlying this idea is that the maintenance of the mother tongue can enhance the second language. Cummins argues that oral language development is related across languages and that linguistic and conceptual growth in both first and second languages are caused by the same developmental process. He concludes that "conceptual maturity… is strongly linked to literacy-related and conversational growth in both languages" (Cummins, 1991: 95) . This is in accordance with the 'threshold level hypothesis' (Skutnabb-Kangas & Toukomaa, 1976) . This hypothesis proposes that only when children have reached a threshold of competence in their first language can they successfully learn a second language without losing competence in both languages. Students whose mother tongue is not developed will most likely lack competence in the second language.
In situations where students come from a language background that is different from the language of instruction, they will need help to reach proficiency in their mother tongue as well as in English. Barrow and Markman-Pithers point out that "early achievement gaps between English learners and their native English-speaking peers can still translate into lower education achievement" (Barrow & Markman-Pithers, 2016: 165) adding that "they must continue to develop a strong foundation in their native language while trying to learn English" (Barrow & Markman-Pithers, 2016: 168) . Conger expresses his concern that students who learn English as their second language and who were "immersed in an all-English classroom were not learning English quickly, falling behind in knowledge of subject matter, and losing proficiency in their native languages" (Conger, 2010 (Conger, : 1106 . Tran explores the process of language assimilation among the second generation Spanish-speaking population in the United States and points out that "use of English at home and in school has no effect on English acquisition, but significantly promotes Spanish retention" (Tran, 2010: 275) . Therefore, promoting the mother tongue should become a priority in international schools.
The Small-Scale Study

Educational context and participants
This small-scale study was conducted in a PreK-12 college preparatory international school in Serbia where English is the language of instruction. The school enrolls both Serbian children and non-Serbian children whose parents currently work in the country. Since all teaching is carried out in English (with the exception of foreign language courses), students need to have sufficient fluency in written and spoken English. Although there are a number of native English speakers, the majority of students learn English as a second language, and attend additional English classes at some point in their schooling. The school implements International Baccalaureate programs (Resnik, 2012) and in accordance with the programs, the school recognizes the importance of mother tongue maintenance and encourages parents to enroll students in mother tongue courses.
During the last two years of their secondary schooling, the majority of students enroll in the demanding International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme, and students need to have developed very sophisticated language skills to pass exams successfully. When selecting their language courses, all students have to take English. They could take either the English language and literature course, or the English language acquisition course. The former is considered to be for students who have a near-native proficiency in English, and the latter is for students who still need to develop their language skills. Students who do not have the necessary language skills to attend the language and literature course in English are advised to sign up for the English language acquisition course. In this course, English is taught as a foreign language. At the end of the course, students need to demonstrate proficiency in English but not at mother tongue level. It is to be expected that this course would be for students who enter the program at the end of their secondary education.
The participants in this small-scale study were grade 11 students enrolled in the English language acquisition class as part of their Diploma Programme course selection. In this two-year English language acquisition course, there were two distinct groups of students whose mother tongue was not English. Their language proficiency varied but, at the beginning of the course, both groups struggled with academic reading and writing.
The first group consisted of students who had spent a large part of their lives in international education (Students 1, 2, 3 and 4). In some cases, their whole education had been in English in this or some other international school. Their everyday English was outstanding; they used idiomatic expressions, the right registers, and easily became engaged in many aspects of school life. However, their academic language lagged behind the language of their peers and could not fulfill all the requirements of some courses they attended. They struggled with academic language and that was the main reason they were not considered to be English language and literature candidates.
The second group consisted of students who had joined the program for the last two years of their secondary education (Students 5, 6, 7 and 8) . Many host country parents recognize the benefits that such a program would bring to their children and they enroll them in the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme, hoping that the diploma will enable their children to pursue the education they want. Those students were mainly host country citizens. They started learning English very early and had learned English as a foreign language for more than ten years before they entered this school. At the beginning of the course in grade 11, they struggled with academic English. After initially struggling, they made rapid progress. They still had to work on their English, but they had no problem with content in other subjects. They could explain complicated concepts and ideas in their mother tongue, and by the time they were in their second semester, they could express Настава и васпитање, 2019, 68 (2), 251-263 understandings in their second language. Over time, they were able to follow other subjects in English, write required text types, deliver oral presentations, and over the twoyear period at this school they established themselves as strong students. They earned good grades not only in English language acquisition, but in other subjects, and passed their exams with distinction. Many of them graduated with honors or high honors.
On the other hand, students who had spent their schooling in an international setting had problems not only with academic English. They struggled with understanding complex ideas in both their mother tongue and in English. It seemed that the lack of mother tongue maintenance impacted their academic success.
Research questions
Considering the issues raised in the institution and by teacher observations, this qualitative small-scale study was carried out in order to understand why a relatively large number of students who had spent their entire education in one language medium had problems in their secondary education. The research attempted to answer the following research questions:
• How do students perceive the role of the mother tongue in their second language acquisition? • What academic and social/emotional aspects are affected by the lack of mother tongue maintenance?
Data collection
The data was gathered from several sources: observations, informal conversations with teachers, and semi-structured in-depth interviews with students over the period of approximately one school year.
Throughout the course, the teacher kept a journal and recorded observations, students' comments, reactions to the tasks, and the feedback they received after they submitted the assignments for marking. The teacher recorded situations that she considered interesting and provided descriptions of several classes during which students raised some questions relevant for the research.
Three core subject teachers were interviewed individually (language and literature teacher, history teacher, and science teacher). One teacher was interviewed twice because some additional explanations were required. The teachers were asked to comment on the language proficiency of the students involved in the study. The interviews allowed teachers to reflect on the students' engagement in their classes, and to articulate their beliefs about the reasons for students' success or lack of it, in their classes. The interviews with the teachers helped to establish what problems those students faced when receiving instruction and mastering the content in a language that is not their mother tongue.
Grade 11 English acquisition students were asked to participate in this research and eight of them accepted the invitation. Five of them were boys and three girls. Two in-depth interviews were conducted with those eight students. Students were interviewed in two groups. The first group consisted of four students who had been in international education for a long period of time, and the second group consisted of four students who had joined the school later on. Each interview lasted from 30 to 35 minutes. The interviews generated more information about the students' perspectives on their English language development and the importance of their mother tongue. The open ended-discussion provided an opportunity to probe more deeply and explore students' opinions and concerns.
Each interview was audio-recorded. The responses to the questions were transcribed and then analyzed to seek patterns. Teachers' and students' comments are given verbatim.
Findings and discussion
Perceptions of students' second-language development
A student's attitude towards English language development is influenced by his views of himself as an English user. Both groups of students were asked the same question:"How good do you think your English is since you have been placed in the English acquisition class?" The answers from both groups showed that they did not have a realistic picture of their language proficiency. The students who had been in the international school for a long time were overconfident about their English proficiency. Student 1: "I am in this class because I do not like reading and I do not like to be in the English literature class. " Student 3: "My English is good, but I just don't like to write. " This is contrary to the views that their teachers had. Teachers complained that those students did not produce quality work and that they struggled with academic reading and writing. Teachers also pointed out that students from the first group lacked study skills and were usually classified as lazy. Teacher 1 commented that students from the first group often struggled with register and tended to use colloquial language when they needed to use sophisticated historical terminology.
Another teacher showed her surprise at the lack of confidence: "But it is interesting because I sensed a lack of confidence in their English where I would not have expected it. I wouldn't have thought that because they are confident about everything… I see their reluctance to write something down because they do not know the English word. I wouldn't have thought they would care so much because they act as though they do not care. It is interesting that they feel that lack of confidence even though their English is good. "
Another student from this group shared strategies she used to impress teachers. Student 2: "I realize that my English, especially when it comes to reading and writing, is not perfect, but I guess, it was easy for me to fool teachers. I speak English with no accent, I use "big" words, and teachers just assumed I was lazy when my writing wasn't good. As a matter of fact, I'm not sure I can write well at all. "
Indeed, it requires more than language skills to use language for academic purposes, and unfortunately, those skills had not been developed in any language. The students from this group struggled with other subjects, could not fulfill all requirements for other courses, and were always treated as students who need constant language support. Although those students had great career aspirations, they failed to meet expectations. Настава и васпитање, 2019, 68(2), 251-263 Students from the second group, those who enrolled later in these institutions, pointed out how much they struggled in school because of a lack of English. They lacked confidence and they did not perceive their English as good, but they did not believe that success was beyond their control. Student 6: "My English is getting better. I am still looking for basic words. " Another student was very much aware of his lack of academic skills but showed determination to master them: Student 7: "My English is still not good, but it is getting better. It is hard to write essays, and I have to learn how to do so. "
The perception that students have of their language proficiency influences teachers when forming judgments about the students' progress. Conversations with teachers revealed that teachers do not judge the language proficiency of their students accurately. The reason for this initial error in judgment is due to the fact that students from both groups developed different strategies to deal with problems they had. Students who had joined an international school later in their life struggled to find the right word, and had difficulty with pronunciation and correct grammar usage. This lack of language fluency worked to their advantage. They were easy to identify and teachers normally provided plenty of support during and after class. On the other hand, students who had been educated in English for a long time developed strategies to hide their lack of understanding. Their good command of spoken English put them in a position where they were easily overlooked by the school support system.
At the beginning of the course, students from the second group were described as not mastering the content. When discussing the language problems that students face, one teacher pointed out that she was concerned about one student because of his relatively low level of English. The teacher admitted that she was surprised to discover that the student took part in a number of national math competitions. It is often the case that something that students do well goes unrecognized by teachers, possibly because teachers perceive the students' abilities as limited and then they organize instruction to fit that perception.
The importance of the mother tongue
Both groups of students were asked to consider the importance of their mother tongue. Responses received from the students who had spent their entire education in an international setting indicate that those students were aware that their command of their mother tongue was not at the level of their peers in schools that followed their national curriculum. At home, their parents did not provide enough support, they did not spend time with peers who would speak to them in Serbian, and the only Serbian language practice they had was during their classes at school. Those students did not necessarily communicate with their parents in their mother tongue. Some of their parents considered their mother tongue as inferior, tried to avoid using it, and insisted on speaking less than good English to their children themselves. This attitude can be seen in the following comment: Student 2: "My father always insisted on talking to me in English, but his English was not really good. But he was always at work, and we did not talk a lot. " Student 4: "I speak English and German at home. My dad speaks English. The last language I learnt was Serbian. My Serbian is not good, it is OK. " Students from this group did not think highly of their mother tongue. For them, it is a language they speak with their parents and with some friends. This can be identified in the following comment: Student 4: "I will not need Serbian in future. " The perception of inferiority of their mother tongue led to a long-term devaluation of their cultural identity and language outside of school.
On the other hand, students from the second group had developed their mother tongue. They used it to communicate outside of school. They talked to their parents and friends in their mother tongue. Their parents had not been educated in English, but they were able to assist their children with subject content in their common language.
Those students did not necessarily consider that their mother tongue was important, but their thought patterns were developed in Serbian. Two students from the group of students who joined the school later commented on their language progress: Student 5: "My entire education was in Serbian, I think in Serbian… biology … I know it all in Serbian, but I have to learn the things I know in English. " Student 7: "Speaking Serbian gives me a feeling of being at home. I express feelings and opinions better in Serbian than in another language. I can always say things better in Serbian. My Serbian is better than my English. "
Students from the two groups use their mother tongue for different purposes. That was acknowledged both by teachers and by students.
The students from the first group would use Serbian mainly to exclude other students or teachers who do not speak Serbian. The comment from Teacher 2 shows her frustration when describing the students' behavior:
Teacher 2: "When they are yelling across the room, they could be saying anything about me in front of me. They could be talking about things that are inappropriate for school, and I stand like an idiot without any idea. "
On the other hand, the same teacher commended the way that students from the second group used their mother tongue.
Teacher 2: "I feel people speak in Serbian when it is a conversation between two people, or when they do not understand something and want to check with someone else who speaks the same language. " Students from the second group who had come to the school recently would use Serbian to help each other understand the content. They did not use Serbian to exclude others, but as a tool to clarify meaning and to process information.
Mother tongue and integration
Both groups of students struggled with integration. One student from the second group shared his frustration in this way, Student 5: "In the first year it was very hard because I could not make many friends at that time and I did not understand anything that was taught. The biggest problem for me was that I could not communicate with people. If we had to do group work, it was very hard and I would be always left out. "
It is understandable that those students stayed in contact with their friends. Those contacts helped them with social life, but also to develop their mother tongue. Настава и васпитање, 2019, 68(2), 251-263 Although they have their mother tongue developed, students noticed that the two languages impacted each other. Student 7: "It is interesting that I am now looking for some words in Serbian. Sometimes, I say something in Serbian and the way I say it comes from English. It is funny that I have problems with English when I am in school, and outside of school I speak silly Serbian. "
This comment shows that students were using their metacognitive skills and reflected on language learning.
The students from the first group did not have problems integrating with peers at school, but they did not have many friends outside of school. Their life developed around school and they hardly mixed with their peers from the national system. They are painfully aware that students who are not host country citizens move frequently and that their friendships are often short-lived.
When asked if they have friends who are not from school, many of the students show a lack of willingness to develop relationships. Student 1: "It is sad that I have lost so many friends. I develop friendships and then my friends move. " Student 2: "No, I only know the children of my parents' friends" Student 3: "What would I talk with them about? We are two different worlds. " Since they had not been educated in their mother tongue, they lacked the vocabulary to talk to their peers about complex topics. That may be the reason they avoided the company of their peers who do not speak English well. Those students also experience emotional separation not only from their peers but also from their relatives if their mother tongue is not maintained.
Conclusions, limitations of research, and implications for future research
This small study has its limitations. The collected data represent the personal opinions of eight students among more than hundreds of students who learn English as an additional language in one institution among several similar institutions in Serbia. In addition, the researcher was also the teacher of those students. The teacher as a researcher attempted to better understand her students and by doing so to improve practice. As such, the data cannot be generalized. However, the students' perspectives on teaching and learning as given in the institution are of particular importance for policy makers in international education and for parents whose children are educated in a language different than their own. The next step would be to conduct a longitudinal study that would track students over several years. Such a study would provide data that would inform both school governing bodies and parents about the importance of maintaining mother tongue.
Since proficiency in the first language is a positive advantage in learning a second language, students whose mother tongue is maintained seem to have better success in school. Students who follow an international curriculum learn at least two languages, but an insufficient command of their mother tongue puts them at a disadvantage when mastering age-appropriate concepts. Mastering concepts seems to depend a lot on mother tongue development. On the other hand, students who learn English as a foreign language but who have developed their mother tongue do not experience problems mastering complex, but age appropriate concepts.
In order to be successful in their studies, students need to be proficient in academic language. For students who are enrolled in international education at a very early age, maintaining their mother tongue is the key for developing a second language. These two languages are interdependent. Students use a second language to continue the conceptual development that they started in their mother tongue. It is no surprise that children who have a solid foundation in their mother tongue develop stronger literacy skills in their second language. This becomes especially important during secondary school, when many second-language learners are not able to catch up with native speakers in academic language because they have not developed complex concepts in any language.
The mother tongue can only be maintained if there is enough support from the family. In cases when there is no adequate mother tongue support, parents perceive the mother tongue as an obstacle to their children's second-language development. If that is the case, then the quality of interaction between parents and children will be different and unlikely to promote deeper cognitive and academic skills. Parents transfer those beliefs to their children and by doing so they place value neither on their culture nor language.
Schools are also responsible for promoting mother tongue development. Mastering a language does not only mean being able to speak the language fluently in everyday situations and being able to use advanced vocabulary. Being proficient in a language means being able to speak, read, and write on a variety of academic topics. Therefore, schools need to provide programs that not only support basic competency in the mother tongue, but instruction that is age-appropriate and at the level carried out for native speakers in their national educational system. Developing a mother tongue program would require employing different mother tongue teachers and establishing practices that would allow sufficient time for students to achieve age-appropriate competence in their mother tongue.
